Although many online vendors have sponsored virtual communities (VCs) in the hope of reaping commercial benefits from it, not many have been successful in reaping commercial benefits from their VC. Online vendors can benefit greatly from having a VC, if the VC members can be converted into online buyers. This study examines the conversion of a VC member into an online buyer. Using a classical-conditioning approach, this study finds that members' committed participation in the VC is the springboard for online vendors to convert VC members into online buyers.
Introduction
O nline vendors consider virtual communities (VCs) as potential channels for advertising brand name and promotion, improving store image, development, gauging demand, and increasing barriers to entry for competitors. 1 Online vendors also consider VCs as a potential source of customers, for improving their reach, and increasing online sales, as well as potential channels for developing deeper and broader relationships with their customers. 2 Although VCs seem to offer many promising benefits to online vendors, most online vendors have failed miserably to obtain sales from their VC. 3 While these VCs have visitors=members, the sponsoring vendors do not have buyers. If the VC members could be converted into online buyers, online vendors could gain numerous benefits from their VC. In line with this, there has been some research to find the antecedents of comment to VC, 4 loyalty to the VC, 5 and purchase intention from the VC. 6, 7 Kim et al. 5 in particular have examined the relationship between the operational elements of a VC and members' intent to purchase by exploratively selecting some key factors. However, there is still a lack of theoretical understanding about the conversion of a VC member into an online buyer in a VC.
This study therefore aims to examine the transformation of a VC member into an online buyer in a VC by developing a theoretically grounded research model. We adopt the classical-conditioning theory 8 as the theoretical foundation in examining the transformation mechanism. The specific research questions examined in this study are:
RQ1: How does the transformation of a VC member into an online buyer take place?
RQ2: What factors influence this transformation of a VC member into an online buyer?
Understanding the transformation of a VC member into an online buyer would facilitate online vendors in their endeavor to benefit from their VC. Also, it would provide insights into the usefulness of the VC for other commercial purposes (such as brand name and promotion, improving store image, gauging demand, and increasing barriers to entry for competitors), in addition to increasing sales.
Conceptual Background
A number of studies 4, 9 note that successful VCs are characterized by a significant affective bond among members. Gupta and Kim 4 assert that commitment to the VC is essential for online firms and vendors to obtain benefit from the VC, which is reflective of customers' affective bond in the VC. Shan et al. 3 also argue that affective bonds among customers and commitment toward the VC can hasten the process of converting the VC members into online customers. In other words, members' commitment to participate in the VC is important for online vendors to obtain any commercial benefit from them.
VC participation
Participation in a VC can take place at various levels. In the beginning, one may participate simply by observation, before beginning to interact with other members of the VC, and then, in the later stages, becoming a very committed, active, and helpful member of the VC. As discussed earlier, a successful VC is characterized by committed participation among its members and active and helpful behavior on the part of the members toward each other. Commitment to a relationship has been widely studied in marketing studies, and is defined as a belief in an exchange partner so as to warrant maximum efforts at maintaining the relationship; that is, the committed party believes that the relationship is worth working on to ensure that it endures indefinitely. 10 Commitment has three components: an input component, an attitudinal component, and a temporal dimension. 11 The input component refers to the affirmative action taken by one party that creates a self-interest stake in the relationship and demonstrates something more than a mere promise. The attitudinal component signifies an enduring intention by the parties to develop and maintain a stable long-term relationship. This can be recognized as the members' commitment to go beyond prescribed roles and perform above the call of duty. The temporal dimension highlights the fact that commitment means something only over the longer term, that is, the inputs and attitudes brought to the relationship must reveal consistency over time. Therefore, in the VC context, we define commitment as the members' helpful behavior (input component) and active participation (attitudinal and temporal component) in the VC.
According to attitude-behavior theory, 12 behavior in any given situation is a function of an individual's immediate perception of the attitude object in the context of the situation in which the object is encountered. The attitude in this case is related to past memory and past experiences, which results in an evaluation of the object (decision). A positive attitude toward interaction in the VC will therefore influence members to participate in the VC. As commitment to the VC is an intense level of participation among members in the VC, it can be considered as the behavioral outcome of one's positive attitude toward participation in the VC.
Benefits to the vendor
An online vendor can obtain numerous benefits from its VC. However, the central thrust of the marketing activities of a firm is viewed in terms of the development, maintenance, and enhancement of customers' loyalty toward its products and services. 10 Therefore, we consider loyalty to the vendor as one of the benefits sought by online vendors.
Early views of brand loyalty focused on repeat-purchase behavior. 13 Zeithaml et al. 14 define customer loyalty as a behavioral intention dealing with customers' intentions to do more business with the vendor and to recommend that vendor to other customers. Jacoby and Chestnut 15 have suggested that a behavioral definition is insufficient because it does not distinguish between true loyalty and spurious loyalty that may result, for example, from a lack of available alternatives for the customer. Therefore, researchers 16 have proposed measuring loyalty by means of an attitudinal dimension in addition to a behavioral dimension. Consistent with Anderson and Srinivasan, 17 we define loyalty to the vendor as a favorable attitude toward the online vendor resulting in repeatpurchase behavior.
Moreover, many online vendors expect to improve their sales through their VC. Therefore, we study customerpurchase intention as another benefit to the online vendor using a VC, as it represents VC members' willingness to purchase from the online vendor.
Transfer mechanism: A classical-conditioning approach A critical issue is to understand the mechanism by which a VC member can be converted into an online buyer. The conversion mechanism involves a change in the object of behavior. As members participate in a VC, the object of behavior (i.e., participation in the VC) is the VC. Later, the object of behavior changes from the VC to the online vendor (the Web site that holds the VC), whereby the behavior is to conduct transactions with the online vendor. This mechanism can be studied from the classical-conditioning perspective.
Classical-conditioning theory 8 is the first type of learning discovered and studied within the behaviorist tradition (concerned with the impact of environment on eliciting overt behavior from the individual). Classical conditioning is based upon the idea that learning is a function of change in overt behavior. Changes in behavior are the result of an individual's response to events (stimuli) that occur in the environment. Classical-conditioning procedures can lead people to form attitudes toward objects without any conscious deliberation about the objects' attributes. 18 In the case of VCs, customers usually do not come with a conscious intention of conducting transactions. However, by providing appropriate stimuli, online vendors can obtain a change in their object of behavior (i.e., from being a member of a VC to a customer of the Web site hosting the VC). Therefore, we can apply the classicalconditioning approach to study the transfer mechanism from VC to vendor.
In the classical-conditioning model, there is an unconditioned=natural stimulus (favorable information about the online vendor), which elicits the response of interest (i.e., purchase from the online vendor) and a neutral or orienting stimulus (i.e., the VC), which does not elicit the response of interest. This neutral stimulus is paired with an unconditioned=natural stimulus to generate the response of interest. As the learning occurs, this neutral stimulus is transformed into a conditioned stimulus, and, when presented by itself, it elicits the response of interest.
To understand the application of classical-conditioning theory to VCs, we will briefly review its application to advertising. A common practice in television advertising is to associate one's brand with appealing visual imagery (e.g., adorable animals, panoramic vistas, celebrities, etc.) to shape consumers' attitudes to the brand. The advertisers assume that the affective appeal of the stimulus=source (e.g., celebrity endorsers and physically attractive models) will transfer to their brand, and will increase the effectiveness of their advertisement. 19 Similarly, a VC can be thought of as an advertising channel for an online store, whereby reinforcement about the products and services of the online store is also a part of the regular communication. With repeated exposure, the VC members overtly learn about the online vendor, thus forming a favorable attitude toward the online vendor. Initially, a member may feel good about participating in the VC. When the member perceives interesting discussions in the VC, he associates the VC with the online vendor. Hence, the member begins to feel good about the online vendor whenever he thinks about the VC. This association of the online vendor with the VC, about which a member has a good opinion, conditions him to think favorably about the online 514 GUPTA ET AL.
vendor sponsoring the VC. Thus participation in the VC is transformed into a favorable attitude and overt behavior toward the online vendor. An important point to note in the application of the classical-conditioning approach is that the reinforcement is positive, which means that the VC should impart a positive image about the vendor. If the VC itself is fraught with problems of ephemeral, dry, or negative communication, then the member may form a neutral or negative image about the online vendor.
Hypotheses VC participation is reflected by members' commitment to participate in the VC, which can be at various levels from merely lurking to being a very active and helpful member of the VC. Participation in a VC requires a favorable attitude toward the VC. Therefore, we include attitude as a predictor of members' commitment to a VC. Attitude toward a VC is an overall evaluation or judgment of the VC based on the members' cognitive and affective beliefs regarding interaction in the VC.
Commitment to a VC is characterized by an intense level of participation in VC activities, such as helpful behavior toward other members and playing an active role in the running of the VC. In situations where past experience and direct experience play a significant role in determining behavior, the attitude influences behavior directly rather than through behavioral intention. 20 Therefore, the direct influence of attitude to commitment (behavior) has been hypothesized in this research. Consumer emotional and judgmental reaction to products or services is considered a key influential factor for customer commitment. As attitude is a summary evaluation 21 of customer emotional and judgmental reaction to products or services, we hypothesize that a positive attitude toward participation in a VC would enhance members' commitment to participate in the VC.
H1: Attitude toward the VC is positively related to commitment to the VC.
Attitude toward the VC is a summary evaluation of customers' overall participation in the VC. A favorable attitude toward the store is essential for an online customer to purchase from the store. 22 In a successful VC, the discussions among members would orient them toward a favorable attitude toward the VC. In a VC, members discuss the products and services provided by the online vendor. They discuss their experiences and so on. For a member who has a favorable attitude toward the VC, such discussions would act as an unconditioned=natural stimulus. When an online vendor facilitates such information exchange in the VC, the member begins to associate the VC with the online vendor, through the pairing of this favorable discussion about the vendor with the VC. In the later stages, even without such information exchanges, members would hold a favorable attitude toward the online vendor, as they have become conditioned through this pairing of natural stimulus with neutral stimulus. Thus the favorable attitude toward the VC is transformed into a favorable attitude toward the online vendor. Previous research 23, 24 supports that customers' favorable evaluation (attitude) eventually guides them to be loyal to an online store.
H2: Attitude toward the VC is positively related to loyalty to the vendor.
In a VC, members exchange information, compare their product experiences, and seek advice and information regarding products and services they wish to purchase with each other. 13 Members committed to a VC would hold a favorable opinion about the VC. They would therefore trust the information exchanged in the VC and the experiences of other members. When the online vendor facilitates information exchange among members in the VC, such information exchange makes the members associate the VC with the online vendor. Moreover, seeking the support of committed members helps the online vendor to establish a positive image among the VC members who get positive reinforcement from the experience of other members of the VC. Over a period of time, commitment to the VC is transformed into a favorable attitude toward the online vendor. For example, the reviews provided by customers of Amazon.com regarding the products they purchase from Amazon.com help other customers to form their own views about the products. Here, the customer is valuing the input of other customers and thus forming his own opinion about the products sold at Amazon.com. eBay also provides ratings of their sellers, which further reinforce the legitimacy of the seller, as well as of eBay. Thus the transfer from customers' commitment to the VC to loyalty to the vendor takes place. A committed member has an intention to maintain a relationship with a particular VC-that is, he=she will revisit and interact repeatedly in the future. Many researchers 25 have investigated the relationship between commitment and future intention. In the VC context, members discuss the products and services offered by the current online vendor and other online stores. They may seek advice from other members about their purchase-related experiences from the online vendor. The ready word-of-mouth regarding purchase and delivery from the current vendor is easily available, while it may not be so for other online vendors. The online vendor may offer products and services at a discount to its VC members, as is the practice with many online bookstores. When members are committed to their VC, they value the input of other members of the VC. According to classical-conditioning theory, such input by other members in the community will act as an unconditioned stimulus regarding favorable intention to purchase from the online vendor. Thus the members begin to associate their own purchase experience with the online vendor and the experience of other members in the VC with the online vendor, thus forming a favorable purchase intention toward the online vendor.
H4: Commitment toward the VC is positively related to intention to purchase from the vendor.
As discussed earlier, we characterize loyalty as an attitude toward the vendor that would enhance their intention to purchase from the vendor. According to Srinivasan et al., 13 customer loyalty impacts behavioral outcomes and ultimately the profitability of a company. Prominent among these behavioral outcomes of loyalty are willingness to pay more 26 and search for alternatives. 27 Consistent with Srinivasan et al.'s 13 study, we propose that loyalty would be positively related to purchase intention (a surrogate to behavior). Loyal customers enhance word-of-mouth communication to others, as well as engage in repeat purchases. VC customers who have developed a loyal attitude toward the vendor may engage in telling the other members of the VC, as well as their acquaintances, about it. Moreover, they would consider the online vendor as the first choice when it comes to purchasing.
H5: Loyalty to the vendor is positively related to intention to purchase from the vendor.
Research Methodology
For the data collection and testing the hypotheses, we chose an online store called Urii.com. Urii.com caters to mothers and baby-care needs, and also comprises a shopping mall that sells products such as milk, infant food, toys, and products for women. Urii.com provides facilities such as online forum to mothers for discussions on related issues such as pregnancy and child care, and also provides expert advice to its members. Urii.com has an online store in addition to VCs and online forums. The products sold at Urii.com are also specific to mothers and baby-care needs, which may easily attract the attention of VC members. Thus the environment of Urii.com is quite stimulating in order for members to undergo a change in their behavior.
We developed the survey instrument (see Table 1 ) by adopting existing validated scales wherever possible, or adapting them to the current context whenever required. The questionnaires were initially developed in English and reviewed by four graduate students (three female and one male) regarding face and content validity, length of the instrument, format of the scales, context, and question ambiguity. After this, we followed the double-back translation process 28 to translate the questionnaire into Korean and then into English. The questionnaire was translated into Korean by a Korean professor before being reviewed by a Korean housewife. It was then back-translated into English by another Korean professor. The back-translated version was then compared with the original English questionnaire to check if there were any inconsistencies in the original. We measured the variables on a 7-point Likert scale (1 ¼ strongly disagree, 7 ¼ strongly agree).
The empirical data for the study were collected from the Web site of Urii.com for a period of 2 weeks. We publicized the online survey with a banner at the home page of Urii.com. To ensure that only the members of Urii.com participated in the survey, we asked the respondents to indicate all the forums in which they participated and their IDs in the VC. To encourage participation, we offered US$5-worth of cyber money to 200 randomly chosen respondents. We obtained a total of 687 responses. After dropping invalid and incomplete responses, we were left with 632 responses (Table 2) . Almost all (95.89%) the respondents were women (mostly housewives, 67.56%). The mean age of the respondents was 29.97 years. The mean usage experience was 0.81 years.
Data Analysis and Results
For the instrument validation, first we checked for unidimensionality. 29 The test results indicated that COMM2 vio- I would consider Urii.com as first choice for the needs of any information or products related to baby care. Purchase intention PINT1 The probability that I would consider buying product(s) from Urii.com is high.
[32]
PINT2
If I were to buy a product, I would consider buying it from Urii.com.
PINT3
The likelihood of my purchasing a product from Urii.com is high.
PINT4
My willingness to buy a product from Urii.com is high.
GUPTA ET AL.
lated unidimensionality and dropping it would reduce the w 2 significantly. Therefore, we dropped COMM2. Next, we assessed the convergent validity and discriminant validity of the constructs (Table 3 ). All standardized path coefficients (except COMM3) were greater than 0.7. The individual path loadings were all greater than twice their standard error. The t statistic was significant for all the items. The CR for each construct was greater than 0.7, and the AVE for each construct was greater than 0.5. Thus convergent validity was adequately established. Discriminant validity is established if the square root of a construct's AVE is larger than its correlations with any other construct. 30 As shown in Table 4 , the square root of AVE for each construct exceeded the correlations between that construct and other constructs.
For hypotheses testing, we examined the structural model of Urii.com using LISREL (Figure 1 ). The fit indices suggest an excellent fit: goodness-of-fit index (GFI) ¼ 0.93, adjusted goodness-of-fit index (AGFI) ¼ 0.90, normed fit index (NFI) ¼ 0.98, comparative fit index (CFI) ¼ 0.98, and root mean square of approximation (RMSEA) ¼ 0.070. The normed ( 2 was greater than 3.0 because of the large sample size as it is sensitive to sample size. The hypothesis-testing results indicate that attitude toward the VC significantly influences commitment to the VC, explaining 43% of variance; attitude toward the VC and commitment to the VC significantly influence loyalty to the vendor, explaining 53% of variance; and commitment to the VC and loyalty to the VC significantly influence intention to purchase from the vendor, explaining 25% of variance. 
Discussion and Implications
This study found that members' attitude toward participation in the VC had a significant influence on their loyalty toward the vendor. When the members have a positive attitude toward the VC, they can appreciate the interactions in the VC. As the interactions in the VC also include discussions about the online vendor, as well as the efforts of the online vendor in moderating the VC, they develop a positive attitude toward the online vendor too.
We also found that members' commitment toward participation in the VC significantly influenced their loyalty toward the vendor and intention to purchase from the vendor. Committed members seek others' opinions, as well as give their own opinion, about their experiences with the VC and with the online vendor, which helps them to develop a positive attitude or loyalty toward the online vendor. Moreover, these members then began to prefer purchasing from the current store, as they were already familiar with it and had developed a positive attitude toward the online vendor. This research thus empirically supports the assertion of previous studies 9, 31 regarding the positive role of commitment in influencing members to purchase from the online store.
To establish the importance of commitment, we also conducted some post-hoc analysis. We tested the relationship between attitude and purchase intention to see whether just having a favorable attitude toward participation in the VC may induce members to purchase from the online vendor. The relationship between attitude and purchase intention was insignificant (b ¼ 0.05, p value ¼ 0.44). This implies that customers who are short-lived (as in transaction VCs), who are lurkers, and who visit the site occasionally (i.e., lack commitment) can hardly be expected to become buyers of an online store. Moreover, online vendors should facilitate participation among the VC members to induce them to purchase from the online store. This is consistent with the classical-conditioning approach, where reinforcement is necessary for customers to associate intended behavior (participation in the VC) with overt behavior (intention to purchase from the online vendor).
As commitment is something that develops over time, we also tested the influence of members' usage time on the number of purchases they have made from the online store. Table 5 shows a general increasing trend in the number of purchases made at the store. As most of the customers in Urii.com were relatively new, we can expect that with time they will become more committed to the VC, and hence Urii.com will be able to reap the benefits of its VC. In the meantime, Urii.com needs to reinforce a favorable attitude toward the VC among its members.
However, we acknowledge some limitations of our study. First, there are different types of online stores on the Internet incorporating a VC, and we examined just one of them. This may affect the generalizability of the results. Therefore, the results of the research model should be validated across various cultures and nations in order to establish generalizability. Second, while there are many potential benefits of hosting a VC in the online store, the flip-side of the coin is more negative. By hosting VCs, online store vendors expose their vulnerabilities in front of their potential customers and members. Members discuss various issues in the VC related to products in the online store and sometimes such discussions may lead to flaming or sharing of one's dissatisfaction with the products in the VC. In the context of our study, Urii.com plays a role in moderating the discussions in the forum and takes care to satisfy the concerns of VC members. Future studies could possibly look into the role of vendors in instilling a positive community spirit in a VC. There are several implications in this study. From a research perspective, there has been some research to identify the antecedents of VC commitment, 4 VC loyalty, 5 and purchase intention from a VC. 6, 7 However, few studies have examined theoretically how customers' participation in a VC can be converted into their loyalty to the vendor and intention to purchase from the online store (i.e., the VC provider). Going beyond previous research, this study examined how VC members can be converted into online buyers based on the transfer mechanism of classical-conditioning theory. Further, this study provides insight into how a VC could be used to provide benefits to the online vendor other than improving sales. This study demonstrated the important role of commitment to the VC. When members are committed to the VC, they can be of significant benefit, provided the online vendor has established a favorable image about itself among the VC members. Establishing a prior favorable image would be useful to obtain members' assistance later on, as members would associate the VC with a favorable image of the vendor. Then the VC could be used for benefits such as product promotion, gauging market demand, advertising, and sales.
From the practice perspective, this study shows that vendors need to put effort into imparting a favorable attitude to customers. Both through customer-customer interactions and customer-vendor interactions, a vendor needs to give a positive image to the VC members. A vendor should facilitate its VC members to participate in VC activities and foster commitment among them. One way that this could be done is by organizing community activities, such as contests, quizzes, or outdoor events. A vendor should play an active role in the VC. Gupta and Kim 4 empirically showed that members' attitudes toward participation in a VC are influenced by both cognitive (functional and social usefulness) and affective processes (pleasure). In other words, the more the members feel that the VC offers basic benefits of knowledge exchange and is useful for building social networks, the more they have a positive attitude toward the VC. Moreover, pleasure experienced in interacting in the VC improves members' attitude toward participation in the VC.
Conclusion
The objective of this study was to examine how a VC member can be converted into an online buyer. Based on the classical-conditioning approach, this study developed a framework of transfer of customers' commitment to a VC into benefits for the online vendor, namely loyalty to the vendor and intention to purchase from the vendor. The main result of this study is that Internet vendors should facilitate a healthy information exchange among their VC members in order for the online vendor to obtain a favorable image with the members. Such information exchange is the springboard for members to develop commitment toward the VC, a favorable attitude toward the online vendor, and intention to purchase from the online vendor. While there are a few success stories of online firms and vendors benefiting from VCs, a greater number of failures have resulted from using the VC for selling products. The results of this study would benefit online vendors in understanding the reasons for their failure. Fostering commitment to the VC, as well as incorporating VCs around a particular interest related to products sold in the online store, is a sure way for online firms and vendors to obtain strategic advantages from their VC.
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